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The universe has exactly two seconds to stop messing with me. “Stay up this time,” I say to the canopy as I adjust the legs. This thing said one person could set it up. Maybe that would be possible if it wasn’t August and the air wasn’t as thick as pea soup. 

My vintage t-shirt is soaked with sweat by the time I finish. I lean against my rusty truck, grab the hem of my shirt and wipe my brow. The damn canopy sways in the warm breeze, slightly crooked. Maybe this pop-up flower stand wasn’t the best idea, but if I want Wildflower & Wren to have more exposure, I have to do these markets, and canopies are mandatory. As cute as my restored vintage trailer is, today I’m selling flowers from a tent for the first time. 

I check my wrist for a hair elastic, which I forgot. Of course. “Please stay in place,” I say to the canopy as I undo the floral bandana from around my neck and secure my honey-blond curls into something halfway respectable. “Okay, we’ve come too far to give up, Josie. You can do this,” I mutter as I fill reclaimed wood crates with sunflowers, dahlias, cosmos, and zinnias. My white enamel cashbox, a find from the transfer station, sits on a wooden stump I found on the side of the road. My chalkboard sign that I’ve had since I was a kid, reads “Wildflower & Wren.” I exhale as I take in my setup. 

It looks like this little enterprise belongs here, nestled on the edge of the Sutton family’s hayfield, the golden light casting everything in that early morning glow. I snap a photo and post it to my Instagram page, typing: Come see Wildflower & Wren at the Sutton Market.  

My shoulders relax as I smile. This is going to work. No more waiting tables. Just me, my flowers, and my truck. If there’s one thing my mama taught me, you can build something from nothing. If she could open a diner at 20 years old while raising me on her own, then I sure as hell can run a flower stand at twenty-five with no kids and nothing to hold me back. 

The sound of a diesel engine rumbles in the distance. It gets louder by the second and I turn, squinting toward the long gravel drive that cuts through the farmland. A dark green pickup crests the hill, sun bouncing off the windshield, and it doesn’t slow down.

It’s probably another vendor. I got here early to set up, but I expected to see other sellers by now, with their jam, honey, and wooden cutting boards. 

The truck pulls up, gravel crunching under heavy tires, coming to a stop a few feet away from my stand. Dust rises in clouds and my eyes go wide. I take a few quick steps and grab a canopy leg like it will save my crisp white tent from getting dirty.

The truck door swings open then slams shut. A man who looks like he'd rather be anywhere else in the world stalks toward me. 

He’s tall. Broad. All shoulders and scowl and salt-and-pepper scruff.

I swallow hard as his tanned arms fold across his chest, his jaw tight enough to crack a stone. “You lost?” he says, looking like he has zero interest in helping me if I am.

I shove my hands in my cut-off jean shorts. “Nope.”

“You’re on private land.” 

“I’m aware,” I say, crossing my feet at the ankles like I have all the time in the world—and I’m not standing in the path of a grumpy, very muscular, storm. His eyes lower to my worn leather cowboy boots as they scruff the gravel, then his brows lower.

“I left a message ...” I say. “I’m here for the Sutton Farmers’ Market. I saw it on the website but I never heard back.”

“You’re gonna have to take it all down.”

I point to my tent. “What? I followed all the rules. I got the canopy. I Venmoed my fee. Didn’t you get it?”

“We aren’t doing the markets anymore. Ma used to run them. Now it’s just me. Don’t have time to manage it all.”

“What?” I say, throwing my arms up in the air. My heart beats in my chest. “Well, I paid the fee, and it took me two hours to set up. I’m not leaving. You should’ve taken it off your website.”

He blows out a breath, and I think with a little more convincing I can change his mind. “My name is Josie. I grow all my own flowers, I have my business license in the truck. Just trying to get my feet under me. What’s the harm? You won’t even know I’m here.” I force a smile and arch my back. Nothing wrong with showing off the girls when needed. 

His eyes hold mine and he stares at me like I’m an unwelcome weed. 

“Beckett,” he says. “Beckett Sutton.”

I hold out my hand, and he doesn’t move. 

Dropping my arm, I say, “Oh. Well. Nice to meet you, Beckett. Beckett Sutton.”

“I didn’t get the message,” he says, as a car hums in the distance. 

“Then I guess I’m just a girl with a really beautiful flower display and a strong sense of optimism because I’d hate to think you’re actually going to make me take all this down.”

He looks past my flower stand like it’s personally offending him. 

A car pulls up next to his truck and a few giggling ladies dressed in sun hats and flowy pants pile out. “Oh, you’re here,” a plump woman carrying a basket says. “We’ve heard you have the biggest sunflowers!”

“That’s right,” I say, stepping to the side as they make their way under the canopy.

Beckett clears his throat. “You gonna be here all day?”

“Yup. If that’s okay with you.”

He scrubs his scruff with his hand. “It’s really not. But I don’t think you’re giving me a choice.”

I flash him a smile. “Like I said, you won’t even know I’m here.”

Beckett’s eyes run down my body. “Somehow I find that very hard to believe.” 
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“I shouldn’t have let her stay,” I say out loud, the words bouncing in the cab of my truck like a damn mosquito. I grip the wheel tighter, my knuckles white, as I take the bend near the east field, gravel kicking up under the tires.

The canopy of her little set-up is still in my rearview and I hear Ma’s voice. “She’s fine, Beckett.” Ma loved hosting the market every week, but I don’t have the time or energy for that nonsense. 

You won’t even know I’m here. 

Bullshit. I already feel her presence like a splinter under my skin. I can’t take on one more thing, much less a pushy kid who’s hellbent on setting up her floral circus on my land without permission. She’s too young to be that bold. Too young to be my problem. 

I blow out a breath. “I made her my damn problem by not telling her to pack up and leave.” 

I slam my hand against the wheel. How stupid can I be? She messaged the website email I don’t even have access to. Ma used to host weekend markets every Saturday. But that was before. Before the stroke. Before everything fell on me like an old barn roof in a hurricane. That Josie girl must be new in town because everyone else knows those markets are a thing of the past. 

Now it’s just me picking up the pieces. My to-do list breeds every damn day like a bunch of horny rabbits. 

I pass the corn fields. Rows of green not quite ready to be cut. The wind moves through them like a breath. I should feel calm here. At home. My childhood memories live on this land. 

But so do the memories of Ma and how she made pies on Sundays and had the church ladies over for potlucks on Friday nights. She’d be up at dawn getting ready for the Saturday markets, buzzing through the house like it was Christmas morning. The woman had more energy than a high school football team. She never left a stone unturned, never forgot a damn thing. 

I loved living on this farm. But I never wanted the farm. She knew it too. But wanting doesn't have much to do with anything now. She was a single mom, Dad left when I was seventeen, and I was her only child. Said he was tired of dirt and debt. I’m still not sure if she kept it all going out of pride or grief. But after a few years, I could tell she did it for the pure joy it gave her. 

And here I am. Beckett Sutton. Reluctant farmer. Forty years old with a permanently stained shirt, a tight back, and zero tolerance for distractions in tight cut-offs and cowboy boots. 

Josie.

I’m not sure what annoys me more: her name, or the pile of sun-kissed curls and her big hazel eyes. I keep repeating our interaction in my head. Like I need to memorize it so I can handle it better next time because a woman like Josie doesn’t give up easily. 

My dick twitches when I think about how she stood there all confident and cute. Blinking at me like she knew I’d cave.

Which I really didn’t. I just didn’t want to be an asshole in front of her customers. 

But Josie needs to go. I don’t want to be looking at the way her t-shirt clings to her tits. I don’t need her charm and sparkle. It pisses me off, actually. 

She said I won’t even know she’s here. 

And somehow, I already know that’s the biggest lie I’ve heard all year. 
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I toss the last empty bucket into the trailer, the smell of dahlias and hydrangea clinging to my clothes and hair. My skin is sticky with salty sweat and my cheeks are sore from smiling. I sold out. Every single stem is gone and my heart whispers, See? You can do this.
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